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THE ALL-VOLUNTEER FORCE: A POSITIVE PERSPECTIVE

INTRODUCTION

Despite strong reluctance to return to conscription, the concern

about the future viability of the All-Volunteer Force (AVF) continues in

Congress, the popular press, expert panels, and scholarly journals. In

the late seventies, when the armed forces had problems recruiting non-

prior-service males, even those philosophically inclined toward the AVF

began to worry: the combination of a strong civilian economy, caps on

military pay, cuts in G.I. Bill benefits, and increases in federal

civilian youth programs created recruiting shortfalls in 1978 and 1979

for all services. The recruiting problems of the active forces were

magnified in the reserves, where strengths fell to record lows.

* By 1980, however, or certainly by 1981, 9 the recruiting market had

changed. All the armed services are currently meeting or exceeding

their active force recruitment goals, and recruit quality (at least as

measured by high school graduation and entry test scores) is increas-

ing. Reserve manning is higher than in the late seventies, although

there is still substantial room for improvement. _ -

While some continued concern about reserve manning is understand-

able, one might have thought that today's healthy recruiting environment

?.-.
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would have alleviated concerns about manning the active force with

volunteers. But such is not the case. Concerns continue to beI expressed about the supply of young men, their quality and representa-

" tiveness, and how much it will cost in the future to obtain them. We

will address each of these concerns in turn.

Age changes in the population are easily projected; indeed, the

birth-dearth and the subsequent youth-dearth have been exhaustively

documented. While we have no desire merely to add to this documenta-

tion, we found most of such analyses lacked historical perspective.

Looking at the future from the vantage point only of the seventies makes

the future look gloomy indeed. We will instead look at the size of the

youth population, and the demand that the military makes on it, from a

longer time frame, starting in 1960 and projecting to the year 2000.

After this, we examine youth attitudes toward military service. The

time frame for this examination is not long, but signs of renewed inter-

est in military service are encouraging.

Next, we examine the quality and representativeness of the armed

forces, looking first at the entry test scores of recruits over the last

30 years. Additionally, we compare the test scores of current AVF

recruits to those of the male youth population. Evaluating representa-

tiveness in a systematic, historical manner is more difficult. We focus

on the analyses of recent data, supplemented by our judgements about

future representativeness in the AVF inferred from demographic and eco-

noarc trends.

2
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Finally, since keeping military pay competitive with civilian pay

is a necessary condition for the viability of the AVF, we estimate how

the wages of civilian youth can be expected to change because of the

smaller youth cohorts of the future. Drawing on established research to

develop projections of these wage changes, we find, not surprisingly,

that the relative wages of youth can be expected to rise. Since mili-

tary pay raises in the early eighties helped turn the recruitment market

around, knowledge of future civilian youth wages is important. We esti-

mate non-trivial increases, but probably smaller increases than some had

expected.

THE SUPPLY OF YOUNG MEN

The Numbers: Past and Future

Our analysis concentrates on the 17-21 year old male population,

the principal source of recruits for the armed forces. Figure 1 shows

how the numbers of these youth have changed since 1960 and will continue

to change until 2000. The year 1978 was a peak year, when the numbers

of these young males was almost double that of 1960.

From 1978 until the early nineties, the youth cohort will decrease

in size. But at the trough, there will still be as many young males as

there were in 1966. After 1993, the numbers will begin to grow again

because the sheer size of the postwar baby boom resulted in large

3
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numbers of women of child-bearing age in the seventies. On average they

had had fewer children than earlier generations, but there were more of

them.

In short, looking only at population changes from the late seven-

ties to the early nineties causes considerably more concern than would

be occasioned by a longer look. The military in the early sixties, with

very low peacetime draft calls,, manned itself with considerably smaller

youth populations than it will find in the eighties and nineties.

As the military expanded and contracted over the last two decades,

however, it placed proportionally different demands on the youth labor

pool. Figure 2 illustrates these demands, showing the proportion of 17-

21 year old males who were in the military each year of the last two

decades. Except for the years of the Vietnam War, the trend has been

strictly downward: as the size of the young male population increased,

the military took proportionally fewer youth.

What happens, though, if we have to fight a war? In 1968, for

example, 17 percent of the 17-21 year old male population was in the

military-a total of 1,561,000. Figure 3 looks at this requirement for

"surge capacity" from the perspective of the past and the future. If

the military demanded (were to demand) the numbers of young males it did

at the peak of the Vietnam War, what fraction of the youth population

would be (or would have been) in the armed forces?

5
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Perhaps the most salient information to emerge from this exercise

is that the past two decades once again look worse than the next two

decades. There will be a period from the late eighties through the late

nineties where a "surge" capability requires enlisting proportionally

more young men than in 1968. But had we required this "surge" capacity

in the early sixties, it would have involved considerably greater

strain.l

YOUTH ATTITUDES TOWARD MILITARY SERVICE

The numbers of 17-21 year old men appear large enough to support a

volunteer military for the rest of the century, but will they be willing

to serve? We cannot predict what attitudes will be 15 years from now,

but we can say what they have been in the recent past and what they are

today. How do youth feel about military service, and what proportions

are contemplating a military career? Our data comes from two sources:

the Youth Cohort from the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of the Labor

Force, and the yearly surveys from 1976 through 1981 of over 17,000

American high school seniors by the Survey Research Center of the Uni-

versity of Michigan. We will first look at the trends in attitudes over

the last 5 years; then, we will look in detail at the attitudes and

intentions of 15-22 year olds in 1980.

8



We focused on two items from the surveys of American high school

seniors: the likelihood of enlistment and the preferences for

enlistment. Hale responses to these questions were compared with the

unemployment rates for 16 to 19 year olds, and with the ratio of

military to civilian pay. As Table I shows, all of the attitudinal and

economic indices declined from 1976 to the low point in 1979.

Thereafter, they began an upward trend and by 1981 equalled or surpassed

1976 levels.

The most encouraging finding about the intentions of male high

school seniors for military service is that there is more than suffi-

cient interest to meet anticipated force levels. For example, 1981

force average-levels, required about 6 percent of 17-21 year old males;

these force levels would require 8 percent of the male youth population

through 1990 and about 9 percent in the mid-nineties. As Table 1 indi-

cates, in 1981 23 percent of high school seniors thought they would

enlist, and 19 percent preferred to enlist. 2

The male intent rate is highly correlated with both the youth

unemployment rate and the ratio of military to civilian pay. To the

extent that youth unemployment falls in the future, enlistment inten-

Li tions will decline unless there are compensating increases in military

pay.

F
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TABLE I

PLANS AND PREFERENCES FOR MILITARY SERVICE: MALE HIGH SCHOOL SENIORS

Likely Prefer Unemp. Rel.

Year to serve to serve rateapa

76 22.2 19.7 19.2 1.13

77 19.0 17.9 17.3 1.12

78 18.7 18.3 15.8 1.04

79 17.6 15.5 15.9 1.02

80 21.0 16.6 18.3 1.05

81 23.4 19.2 20.1 1.13

Source: Monitoring the Future, 1976 through 1981 editions.

a 1982 Economic Report of the President, February 1982, Table B-30, 16-
19 year olds.

b Regular Military Compensation divided by Civilian Earnings of Youth,
See authors for calculation procedure.

We separated college-bound and non-college-bound high school

seniors and looked at their attitudes toward military. The likelihood

rates for non-college bound seniors were twice those of the college-

bound (20 percent of the non-college-bound males prefer military service

and are likely to serve compared to 10 percent of the college-bound).

4 If the fraction of college-motivated youth who prefer and expect

military service remains constant, it is large enough to allow this

group to be proportionately represented even in the force of the early

10
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nineties. Recall, however, that the pre-enlistment attitudes of the

1981 senior class are at or near the six-year historical high, as is the

unemployment rete for young males.

Next we sorted male responses in the Youth Cohort survey, ap national sample of nearly 12,000 youth, as to perceived desirability of

military service and enlistment intentions. Table 2 shows that roughly

two-thirds of the 15 to 18 year old males and three-quarters of the 19

to 22 year old males thought serving in the military was definitely or

probably a good thing. The younger group was more favorably disposed to

enlisting, as were non-white males. If the younger male response

implies greater willingness to serve rather than an age effect, a

relatively larger pool of potential recruits will be available to the

military than in the past. For older males, we tabulated responses by

employment status. It is interesting to note that employment status

generates only small differences in the perceived desirability of

military service.

The total intent rates in both surveys are very similar: from 21

to 24 percent of males indicate they are likely to enlist. Positive

attitudes toward the armed forces have been on the upswing since 1979.

So have the intentions of young men to enlist, which now stand at just

over 20 percent. This implies a potential pool of over 2 million males
'r

today, and over 1.5 million in the mid-nineties when the age group is at

low ebb.

," 11



TABLE 2

ATTITUDES TOWARD MILITARY SERVICE OF MALE YOUTH

Age in Race and Employ- To serve a good Will try
1980 ment Status thing to enlist

)()
15-18 White 69.7 30.8

Non-white 66.5 45.9

19-22 White, 76.1 11.1
Non-white 76.2 29.0

15-22 Total 72.5 24.2

19-22 White, employed 75.8 9.7
White, not employed 76.9 14.9

19-22 Non-white, employed 76.0 28.2
Non-white, not employed 76.5 30.2

Source: 1979 Youth Cohort, 1980 questionnaire. All responses are
appropriately weighted to youth population proportions.

QUALITY AND REPRESENTATIVENESS

Entry Test Scores

Looking ahead, we can expect population changes to make a less

favorable recruiting environment. Military compensation will have to

" rise if it is to keep pace with civilian compensation. Later we will

estimate the expected size of these wage changes. Now, a discussion of

military recruit "quality" is in order.

12
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One plausible measure of the quality of military accessions is the

Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT). It is given to all applicants

to measure their trainability for military service. Figure 4 compares

AFQT test scores for all male non-prior-service (NPS) accessions over

the last 30 years. The upper portion shows the percentage of NPS male

recruits who were in mental categories I-III, which encompass the top 70

percent of the ability distribution. The last 30 years have witnessed

wide variations in this percentage, but the averages for the years

before and during the AVF are surprisingly similar. From 1952 to 1973,

78.7 percent of recruits were in mental groups I-III. Since the advent

of the AVF, 80.5 percent were in these groups. 3

The lower portion of figure 4 shows a substantial variation in the

percentage of recruits in mental categories I-Il, roughly the top 30

percent of the ability distribution. Again, there are more between-year

differences in this percentage than there is variation in the average

before and during the AVF. In short, from this time-series look at

recruits by AFQT categories, it is difficult to find any differences

between the average quality of military recruits before and after 1974.

Now we will compare today's military recruits with today's youth in

general and both of these groups with an earlier benchmark population.

Table 3 contains AFQT results for all DoD recruits in FY 1981, a repre-

sentative sample of the 1980 male youth population, and the World War II

AFQT reference population of December 1944. Not only do today's youth

13
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have a higher median score than males (officer and enlisted) on active

duty in the World War II reference population, but a greater percentage

of today's military recruits come from AFQT mental categories I-III than

do today's civilian youth.

TABLE 3

ARMED FORCES QUALIFICATION TEST (AFQT) DISTRIBUTIONS
OF 1980 MALE YOUTH POPULATION AND WORLD WAR II

REFERENCE POPULATION

(Percent)

Category Category
Population Group I II III IV V Total Median I-II1

1980 Hale Youtha 5 35 29 23 8 100 53 69
FY 1981 DoD Male

Accessions 3 30 47 20 0 100 52 80

- World War II
Referenceb 8 28 34 21 9 100 50 68

a 1980 Male Youth Population and FY 1981 male accessions are restricted

to persons born between January 1, 1957 and December 31, 1962 (18
through 23 years at time of testing, July-October 1980). The 1980 male
youth data are a national representative sample of approximately 6,000
individuals; data are weighted to reflect the population.

-,The "World War II reference population" approximates the actual com-

position of males on active duty (officers and enlisted personnel) as of
31 December 1944 - approximately 12 million males.

"1
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The military has generally found high school graduates to be better

"quality" recruits than non-high school graduates when quality is meas-

ured by survival probabilities. (These are the probabilities that

recruits will complete the first enlistment term and thus reflect their

adaptability to service life.) High school graduation, in fact, is the

.*" most important predictor of survival, and the AVF has been successful in

recruiting graduates. From FY 1964 to 1973, an average of 71 percent of

total active duty non-prior service recruits were high school diploma

graduates. In the AVF years since FY 1973, the average has been 70

percent.

In the strong recruiting market of FY 1982, diploma graduates were

86 percent of DoD accession. The Army and the Marine Corps, in fact,

never before recruited such high proportions of graduates.
4

Representativeness

Concerns about the representativeness of today's military recruits

differ from concerns about the quality of accessions. While for quality

"more is better," for representativeness a cross-section of the diverse

U.S. population is desired. Most discussions of representativeness

focus on race or social class, but education, geographic origin, ethnic

origin, and religious preference could also be included.

16
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A representative military is deemed important because of fairness,

because no one group should be able to dominate the military, and

because of concerns that America's foreign image and self-image is tar-

nished when minority groups are disproportionally burdened with military

service. Discussions of representativeness arouse considerable pas-

sions, and polarize around arguments about individual freedom of choice

versus the duties of citizenship. To further complicate the discussion,

the criteria of representativeness are fuzzy, leaving considerable room

for disagreement over whether or not they have been achieved.

Unfortunately, we have only spotty historical information on the

socioeconomic backgrounds of individuals in the military. What there is

tends to suggest that the military has traditionally drawn, and contin-

ues to draw, heavily from the lower middle class. 5  This is not surpris-

ing; the military provides essentially free training (much of it trans-

ferable to the civilian sector), status, and stable employment.

Fredland and Little examined the 1979 Youth Cohort data, attempting

to distinguish between males who enlisted in the military from those who

did not. 6 They analyzed background variables (such as parents' school-

ing, father's occupation, geographic location, and siblings) as well as

a personal characteristics (such as age, education, educational plans,

and health). Separate analyses were done for 18-22 year old white,

black, and hispanic males.

17



In general, the comparisons revealed mre similarities than differ-

ences between youth in the miltary and youth not in the military. How-

ever, blacks and hispanics in the military tended to come from better

socio-economic backgrounds than their non-military counterparts; for

whites, there was an opposite tendency. Since most of the concern about

socio-economic class has centered on whites, it is worth examining these

results in some detail.

Five of the 13 background characteristics were statistically dif-

ferent between the white male military and non-military samples. White

males in the military had mre siblings (3.45 versus 2.99); were less

likely to have lived with both parents at age 14 (71 percent versus 83

percent); were more likely to have had a father in the military (7 per-

cent versus 2 percent); were more likely to have a father with a blue-

collar occupation (51 percent versus 44 percent) and less likely to have

a father with a professional occupation (21 percent versus 33 percent)

than their civilian counterparts. 7 Whether or not these differences in

background satisfy the representativeness criteria is unclear because

the criteria are not precisely defined. In our Judgement, the socio-

economic backgrounds of white youth in the AVF are sufficiently repre-

sentative of the white population. While proportionally mre white

males with lower middle class backgrounds are in the military, the dif-

ferences between them and the youth population are not large enough to

be troubling.

18
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What about the racial representativeness? Here the primary concern

is with the disproportional representation of blacks in the military.

While blacks make up about 11 percent of the youth population, they make

up 22 percent of current DoD recruits. In the Army, the fraction is

roughly one-third.

The reasons that the military is attractive to black Americans are

not difficult to uncover. It is not so likely that young blacks are

more patriotic or more inclined to military life than are young whites;

it is more certain that their unemployment risk is higher, and their

earnings potential lower, in the civilian sector. The civilian sector

has racial earnings differentials that the military does not.

The important (albeit often unrecognized) message contained in this

racial comparison of opportunities in the military and civilian sectors

is that the military will become more racially representative as civil-

ian opportunities for blacks improve. Blacks' earnings, particularly

those of young blacks, have increased substantially relative to whites'

earnings since World War II. After fairly sluggish growth until the

aid-sixties, the ratio grew substantially in the sixties and seventies.
8

Assuming it continues to grow throughout the eighties, the eighties

should increasingly be charactrized by smaller and smaller differences

between the races in the returns from military enlistment.

19



Our philosophical position clearly represents individual freedom of

.:. choice rather than the duties of citizenship. From that position, we

N. submit that America's image can be as tarnished by a military populated

by unwilling conscripts as it can be by a military that is not com-

pletely representative. Although we do not see a quick solution to cur-

rent lack of compatibility between volunteerism and ethnic representa-

tiveness we do not see the problem worsening in the future. Instead, we

expect that as the civilian earnings ratio of black to whites improves,

racial representation in the military will also improve.

COHORT-INDUCED WAGE CHANGES

Most analyses of the future recruiting environment suggest that

recruitment success depends upon military wages keeping pace with civil-

ian wages.9 This finding, while reassuring on its face, does not really

address a critical question force planners must answer as they plan for

the next two decades: how can civilian wages be expected to behave?

What wage levels will the military have to match, to be competitive in a

labor market characterized by a substantially smaller pool of young men

than was available in the seventies? As colleges and universities try

to maintain enrollments, as private sector employers bid for entry level

workers, and as the military attempts to recruit the same or greater

numbers of youth, how high will the wages of young males go?

20



Before attempting to answer these questions, it is worthwhile to

review why changing age distributions might change earnings distribu-

tions. If workers in all experience categories substituted perfectly

for one another, changes in the age distribution of the population would

not change the earnings distribution: the returns for a worker's labor

would be unrelated to the numbers in his experience category. Although

we know little about the parameters that determine the substitution

possibilities among workers of different experience levels, we do know

that substitution possibilities are not perfect: changes in the propor-

tion of young (inexperienced) workers to older (experienced) workers

change relative wage rates.

In fact, the wage changes that resulted from the baby boom's entry

into the job market are well documented (see Wachter, 1977, and Welch,

1979). Empirical estimates of the pure effect of a cohort's size on its

earnings have been calculated, and the sharpest cohort-wage-effects have

been found for entry-level workers. This result is intuitively appeal-

ing. Population size differences make greater differences when workers

are young; as they age, their labor substitutes for a broader range of

age groups, and the particular size of their birth cohort makes less

difference in their earnings.

Table 4 provides the wage changes expected from the future changes

in the size of the youth cohort. What is perhaps most striking about

these projected wage changes is their small size. In hindsight this is

21



not so unexpected. For the age group, cohort-induced wage reductions

when the baby boom entered the job market (1967-75) have been estimated

to be 8 percent. Our future projections indicate real wage increases of

the same order of magnitude.

L

TABLE 4

PREDICTED CHANGES IN THE RELATIVE REAL WAGES

OF YOUNG MALES, 1982 BASEa

1985 1990 1995 2000

Relative real wage
increase from
1982 base year 3.3 to 4.2% 5.9 to 7.8% 10.4 to 11.8% 6.8 to 8.3%

aSource: See Quester and Lockman, 1982.

Thus, to maintain comparability with civilian wages, the military

will have to pay higher entry-level wages in the latter part of the

eighties and nineties than it is currently paying. Youth wages will

not, however, rise as sharply as some might have projected. Wage

changes of under 12 percent (our upper bound estimate for the year of

sharpest drop in potential military manpower) can be planned and

budgeted.

22



CONCLUSIONS

We have concentrated our analysis on the supply of first-term man-

power, the military manpower that was obtained partially through con-

scription prior to 1974. First, we documented changes in the size of

the youth cohort over the next two decades. While the future promises

smaller numbers of young men than are currently available, these reduced

cohorts are not unprecedented. In the sixties, with smaller youth popu-

lations than we expect in the eighties and nineties, we manned a large,

young armed force. (We did not man it exclusively with volunteers, how-

ever. In short, while we have historical experience with small youth

cohorts and large youthful forces, we have no experience doing it in a

volunteer environment.)

Next, we examined youth attitudes toward the military and found

relatively large fractions of youth favorably disposed toward military

service. In fact, current accession goals require only one-third the

young males who say they are "likely to enlist".

Third, we tried to evaluate the quality and representativeness of

the AVF, measuring quality primarily by the entry test scores and high

school graduation status of military recruits. Although we found some

sharp year-to-year variations in recruit "quality," we found no signifi-

cant differences in a force manned exclusively (versus partially) by

volunteers.

23



*Overall, we found no convincing evidence that the quality of

- -. today's recruits is inadequate, although not maintaining military pay at

a level comparative with civilian wages could quickly change that situa-

tion. 10 We submit, in fact, that the relationships among individual

characteristics, unit characteristics, and productivity are the most

poorly understood area in military manpower research. Still, according

.... to our best measures of recruit quality, entry test scores, our military

today is as good as it has ever been.

Representativeness is a more difficult problem. It might appear

that one can produce a representative military straightforwardly by

conscription, and it may not be so simple to produce a representative

military by volunteerism. In general we found the socio-economic class

backgrounds of current recruits to be reasonably representative of the

% population. The AVF is currently chacterized by disproportionate repre-

sentation of minority groups, particularly blacks, but this would change

if blacks' earnings continue to improve relative to white earnings.

Finally, we turned to the future costs of the AVF, estimating how

much smaller youth cohorts will change youth wages. Recruitment success

necessitates that military wages keep pace with civilian wages; real

civilian youth wages will rise for most of the rest of this century. To

keep pace with civilian wages, we estimate the military will need to pay

10 to 12 percent more than current real wage levels by 1995.11

24



Not surprisingly, the opportunity cost of utilizing young men thus

rises when there are fewer of them. However, changes in real resource

costs are independent of an AVF/Draft debate no matter how we obtain

first-term personnel in the future, the cost in reduced civilian output

will be somewhat greater than it is currently.

In summary, our position is that the All-Volunteer Force is working

today. We submit that the chances are good that it can continue to work

in the future.

25



FOOTNOTES

: Our discussion of a "surge" capability addresses our ability to fight

C" a future war with a military force which, as in the Vietnam era, re-

lies heavily upon young men. We expect that a wartime "surge" would

involve a draft. Here, we merely evaluate whether in the future

there will be sufficient numbers of these young men.

2 For males, career expectation rates were one-fourth of their prefer-

ence rates and one-fifth of their intent rates. Again, this exceeds

current first-termer to careerist transition probabilities. For

females, preference rates uniformly exceed intent rates, indicating

more women would like to (as opposed to expect to) serve in the mili-

tary. Should the military be able to find efficient ways to utilize

more women, it can get them. (Currently less than 1 percent of this

female population is in the military.)

3 Test scores were misnormed in the 1976-80 period, leading the

military to believe it was accessing a larger proportion of higher

mental group youth than it actually was. (Our data reflect the

renormed numbers, illustrating the sharp drop in accession quality

during this period.) Thus, in hindsight, it is difficult to tell how

much of the drop in accession quality in this period was due to

economic factors like military pay and how much was due to test

miscalibration.

26
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1-.

4 The data are from the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense,

Manpower, Reserve Affairs and Logistics, DoD (MRA&L).

5 See Davis and Dolbeare, 1968, for a discussion of the Vietnam period.

Choongsoo et al, 1980, provides more recent evidence.

6-These data are the ones we analyzed in the earlier section concerning

youth attitudes toward military service.

See Little and Fredland, 1982. The remainder of both samples were

distributed between farm and sales occupations where there were no

significant differences between military and non-military youth.

8 See Smith and Welch, 1977 and 1978.

9 For example, see the studies by Lawrence Goldberg, Center for Naval

Analyses Memoranda 81-0145.10, 81-1158, and 81-1795.

10 We acknowledge, however, that we bench mark our quality comparisons

with the pre-AVF force, knowing that direct measures of military

effectiveness are lacking.

A potentially more serious problem that military manpower procurers

will face in the next two decades is the projected shortage of

2
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skilled technicians. These problems will be especially acute in the

Air Force and Navy, where requirements for highly skilled technicians

are rising sharply. Since skilled technicians are not first-termers,

however, projected future retention difficulties are not part of the

AVF debate.

2
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